Abstract: One of the central goals of ACCAN's 2013 Affordability Roundtable was to kick-start a broader discussion around the affordability of telecommunications products and services, encouraging new and innovative social programs and industrywide models which can be employed to alleviate the affordability divide. Research indicates that low-income consumers pay a significantly higher proportion of their income for telecommunications access than the majority of Australians, and that this affordability divide between low and higher income Australians is creating barriers to connectivity for many low-income consumers This paper is intended as a continuation of that broader discussion and builds upon the ideas first developed in the article
Introduction
One of the central goals of ACCAN's 2013 Affordability Roundtable was to kick-start a broader discussion around the affordability of telecommunications products and services, encouraging new and innovative social programs and industry-wide models which can be employed to alleviate the affordability divide. Research indicates that low-income consumers pay a significantly higher proportion of their income for telecommunications access than the majority of Australians, and that this affordability divide between low and higher income agencies is increasingly through online channels and this method of communication will only become more widespread with the Coalition Government's Digital First Strategy. This Strategy will require all government services and public interactions to be available digitally by 2017 (Liberal Party of Australia 2013: 19) .
Providing government services and communication online will increase consumers' choice and convenience in interacting with government. However, not all consumers will benefit from this digital first e-government. There is growing evidence that a significant number of Australians are struggling to stay connected to our increasingly digital society because of affordability barriers. In ACCAN's 2013 ATJDE article, there was considerable discussion of the important findings from the Anglicare Victoria -ACCAN funded telecommunications hardship survey of people accessing emergency relief services. More recent research supported by ACCAN indicates affordability barriers continue to add to the exclusion of lowincome Australians, specifically those experiencing homelessness and financial hardship (Humphry 2014) .
How are we defining affordability?
Price and affordability are difficult concepts to measure and define since what one person considers to be affordable might not be affordable for others. The UK telecommunications regulator, Ofcom, recently explained that, "a good or service is considered to be affordable for a consumer if the consumer is able to purchase it without suffering undue hardship" (Ofcom 2014: 12) . Another common measure of affordability is examining the average proportion of disposable income spent on telecommunications services and analysing whether the proportion is the same across all income levels. If this proportion is substantially higher for lower-income households, telecommunications costs are considered to be less affordable for lower income earners (Humphry 2014:37-38  Helps a household readily control its expenditure of telecommunications.
Affordability, therefore, is not just about monthly price but is a multi-dimensional issue. For the purposes of this article, we define affordability as a consumer's ability to pay for and use telecommunications without sacrificing expenditure on other essential services and items (Lewin & Milne 2010: 4-5) .
How is Australia ranking?
The World Economic Forum publishes an annual Network Readiness Index which produces a score for each country based on the environment for ICTs, the readiness of a society to use Report which showed that in the 2013-14 financial year, overall prices for telecommunications services fell, in real terms, by 2.7 per cent. This is part of a wider decline in the price of telecommunications services which has decreased in real terms by 23 per cent since 2006-07. Against the trend, the price of NBN internet services increased by 4.6 per cent, an increase that was offset by an increase in data allowances in some of the plans (ACCC 2015: 77) . This demonstrates the difficulty of comparing products as they develop, and while increased data translates into value for money for many consumers, it is important to remember that some consumers may not want or use extra inclusions. As such, a multifaceted understanding of affordability should take into account value-for-money, as well as the availability of cheaper plans that suit the needs of lower-usage consumers.
Australian report on Telstra's pricing arrangements, which found that cost increases stemming from the rebalancing of line rental and other charges, placed undue financial pressure on low-income households.
The Access for Everyone low-income package provides a number of critical services to assist significant numbers of low-income Australians accessing telecommunications services.
These include, for example, discounts on telephone connection charges and monthly account charges for eligible pensioners, and 'Sponsored Access' services, free of monthly account charges, for crisis and emergency accommodation centres, so that residents can be reached by telephone (Telstra 2015) . In the 2013-14 Financial Year the total value of the low-income package was $145 million.
The majority of this assistance is provided through the pensioner discount, providing fixed line home phone discounts to the value of $117 million in FY 2014 (Telstra 2014) . In the 2013 report to the Minister for Communications, the Low Income Measures Assessment Committee (LIMAC), which oversees the Access for Everyone program, noted that there had been a drop in the assistance provided via the pensioner discount over the previous five years to the value of $40 million (Telstra 2013: 3) . This was attributed to pensioners opting for bundled services offering better value, but it is unclear from the report if the drop in the use of the pensioner discount was influenced by the growing preference for mobile telephony over traditional fixed line home phone services.
International provisions
In the US there are two types of subsidies available to low-income or disadvantaged consumers. These are Linkup, which subsidises initial connection for telephone services, and A policy review in 2013 found that the Linkup subsidies increased take-up of telecommunications more than the Lifeline subsidies. It found that young people and renters in particular benefit from this subsidy and that it is cost effective as it is targeted at lowincome households that do not have telephone services. These households also have extremely large discount rates, and assistance with immediate upfront costs is valued higher than assistance with ongoing costs. This highlights that the ongoing cost is not the only factor for affordability but in fact set-up costs also play a large role in the affordability of a product or service (Ackerberg et al 2013) .
More recently, the Lifeline program expanded and a new program, Safelink Wireless, was created. This program enables low-income households to access mobile phone products and services as a direct substitute for a home phone (TracFone Wireless Inc 2015) . This is an innovative initiative as it takes into account the changing telecommunications landscape (Gross 2015) .
In the United Kingdom, the major telecommunications provider, British Telecom (BT), offers a number of packages and subsidies targeted at low-income consumers. The BT Basics package is available to consumers that receive one of the following government benefitsincome support, job seekers allowance or guaranteed pensioners credit. The package provides line rental for a fee of £13.50 (around $30) per quarter, which includes £4.50 worth of free calls. Every domestic call made after this is charged at a discounted rate. This package not only provides low income households with access to telephone services but broadband internet is also available through this scheme (BT 2015) . However, it is only available to BT customers so to benefit customers must switch carriers if they already have a rental line with another operator (Eardley et al 2009: 22) .
Proposals for further discussion
The US and UK examples highlight how telecommunications providers are adapting to the changing telecommunications landscape as they provide discounts on mobile and broadband services, rather than solely on fixed line services. Further discussion in Australia needs to focus on the affordability of mobile and broadband services, and not be confined to the fixed line service.
The array of products which make up Telstra's current low-income package undoubtedly provides vital assistance for many consumers and people facing financial hardship. However, there is no industry-wide obligation to provide low income measures. It is possible that there are other mechanisms which could provide broader connectivity benefits and certainty for low-income consumers. These include, for example:
 Social tariffs directed to mobile broadband assistance, which cover set up costs as well as ongoing costs  More low cost packages specifically targeted for low-income consumers  Introduction of an industry-wide low-income package  A redefined USO to provide universal access to mobile and broadband services  Government allocation of a minimum broadband connection with the pension  Telecommunications vouchers as a form of subsidy.
As discussed above, the most recent ACCC's Telecommunications Report found that overall prices for telecommunications services in Australia had decreased; however, prices for NBN and plans. As such, affordability needs to take into consideration the extent to which products and services provide value-for-money and choice for consumers, which suit consumers' varying requirements and circumstances.
Conclusion
By drawing on international examples of plans and services targeted at low-income consumers, and by highlighting how the use of telecommunications has changed to no longer be predominately focused on the fixed line service, this article has demonstrated that there is a need to reconceptualise what we mean by 'affordability'. Affordability can no longer simply be equated with decreased costs for products and services, or with an increase in value-formoney. This is because for products not to place an undue economic burden on consumers, there must also be variety and choice -tailored to consumer needs at both the high-usage or low-usage end of the market.
